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Discussions about modernity and Muslim societies, both from the perspective of the lived 
environment and the built environment, are rich, and many perspectives and approaches 
have been opened in the process of grasping, analysing and qualifying aspects of convergence, 
divergence, contradictions or harmony. It won’t be an exaggeration to say, however, that 
we are far away from exhausting the debate. For many who are in a rush, due to the desire 
to satisfy social demands, their positioning in an ideological arrangement, the need to filter 
knowledge through mechanisms of policy making, or sometimes just by laziness, the attempt 
has been to close the discussion and to arrive at a position or stance and fix it as “the answer” 
to the issue. But, the survival and constant return of the debate on modernity in different 
Muslim societies is in itself the best witness that the debates have not been exhausted. To the 
general situation that we have had so far, related to how to see, to recognise or to observe 
the absence of modernity in Muslim societies, a new page has been opened with the concept 
of plurality of modernities. Fascinatingly enough, here too attempts are to bring up this new 
frame of analysis and the possibilities it offers in order to resettle the score of the games and 
reclose the discussions by a new affirmation, a new statement, this time derived from the 
plurality of modernity. 

This is not the path that we chose for our encounter. Confronted with the alternative of 
taking a position and “solving” the issues of modernity in Muslim societies as it was posed, 
and the same issue as it has been posed now with the plurality of modernities, we could 
decide that the problem is solved and we have the answer to the problematic of modernity 
in Muslim societies. The other option is to pose the problem: if we consider this new frame of 
analysis that plurality of modernities offers, can we choose not to rush to solve the problem, 
but rather repose the question? Here we are not playing with words by creating the duality 
of posing a problem and solving a problem, they correspond to two different epistemological 
priorities, which are defined here. 

Problem-Solving and its Problematisation

Problem-solving is a method which already has the aim of solving a problem technically, and 
according to an aim (Gotoh, 103). It likes to offer a fundamental solution to any problem 
(Hashimoto, 53). When identifying a solution, the method of problem-solving employs a 
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positivist approach. Knowledge is thought of as conventional and generalised in positivism; 
thus, the knowledge used to explain things has the same interpretation for all individuals. 
Hence, the problem that one is dealing with becomes a context-free object (Guba, 109). 

In problem-solving, the way to problematise a problem is constitutive (that is, to give formal 
expression to it). Knowledge is used as an instrument to identify a solution, since positivists 
place emphasis on procedure. As Guba notes : “questions and / or hypotheses are stated 
in propositional form and subjected to empirical testing to verify them” (Guba, 109). So, 
problem-solving focuses on the solution, and how to reach or identify the solution, both 
with the premise that reality is apprehendable and driven by natural law. For this reason, 
problem-solving only intends to bring out a solution to a problem, but it does not necessarily 
focus either on the advancement of knowledge, nor on reaching a deeper understanding of 
why the problem exists to begin with. In other words, it attempts to adapt knowledge to 
reality ; thus, the acquisition of concrete / useful / utilitarian knowledge becomes the core of any 
inquiry. In this sense, problem-solving is knowledge-acquisition because it uses knowledge 
as information to bring about a solution, but it does not add any new knowledge about the 
problem itself. In such an approach, a problem which occurs right now can be solved, but 
it cannot prevent the recurrence of the same kind of problem from happening again in the 
future.

When there is a law that is acknowledged by all individuals, then the diversity of human 
beings will be reduced (Wallerstein 1996 ; Etzkowitz 2005) ; this thought inherently criticises 
a positivist approach to problematisation in problem-solving.

A pragmatic / utilitarianism approach to knowledge stems from a hegemonic stance : the 
holders of truth need only apply what they know. Reality must be shaped, and reshaped, 
accordingly, and the minds of people, and of society, are also comprised in the “rim” in 
this reshaping enterprise (Etzkowitz 2005 ; Miyoshi 2000 ; Gibbons 1996). One purpose of 
problematisation in pragmatic / instrumentalist thought is to maintain an order of knowledge. 
It works as a function to maintain the singularity of a problem so that reduction of the actual 
and diverse meaning of the problem into a single consumable object is essential, so as to 
maintain the order of knowledge (Mackenzie 2005 ; Osbourne 2003).

As a result, the diversity of meaning of any problem, and the perception of possible relations 
to or with the problem, must necessarily be diminished.

Critics of the pragmatic / utilitarian approach to issues believe that an order of knowledge 
suppresses the imaginations of individuals and hides the actual process of ordering knowledge 
(Mackenzie, 112). Accordingly, individuals must be aware of specific problems from their 
own perspectives, and problematisation must come from their own specific and historical 
experiences ; this shows the limits of knowledge and the possibilities for transforming it. Thus, 
it accepts a diversity of subjectivities related to the issue.
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Another Understanding of Problematisation 

Problematisation as a reaction to a pragmatic / instrumentalist approach reveals the 
importance of the order of knowledge and the singularity of any problem. The next stage of 
problematisation accepts subjectivity and a plurality of views. The term “problematisation” 
means “the endeavour to know how, and to what extent, it might be possible to think 
differently, instead of legitimating what is already known” (Healy, 51). Individuals understand 
any situation through a verification of facts (when, where, who, what, how, etc.), and believe 
that is why any such problem occurs (Nakahara, 6). Thus, problematisation suggests that 
individuals should liberate themselves from the given sense of any problem, because it does 
not believe in the premise of an apprehendable reality as suggested in a positivist approach, nor 
does it believe in keeping order of knowledge, as does a pragmatic / utilitarianist approach. 

There are some conditions for problematisation. It must first collect information about 
regularities or information of the field (Bourdieu 2001b, 58). Then it needs both commitment 
to and detachment from the problem. Last, it needs to confront the existing understanding 
of the problem. These conditions help to reflect self cognition and world cognition; it is 
important to not accept things as-is (Gotoh, 89). Problem-posing is effective to confront the 
determinate and obvious situation. Problematisation is important for problem-posing in the 
sense that posing constitutes an object of thought. 

Problem-Posing

Problem-posing, according to Paulo Freire, a theorist of education, is “posing of the problems 
of human beings in their relations with the world,” so it aims to respond to the essence of 
consciousness (Freire, 7 / 13). For Bergson, the aim is to go beyond the seeming obviousness 
of most contemporary problems, using the method of intuition not to solve problems, but 
to dissolve them, in order to produce a new, more productive, sense for them (Osborne, 
6 – 7). They both question existing conditions and seek to uncover problems subjectively. 
Foucault implies that the posing comes from ethics, which spring from the inside of individuals 
and stimulate possibilities of imagination. In the problem-posing method, individuals pose 
problems which treat power relations and posit that the arbitrary nature of things that have 
been treated with is the truth. Thus, it is provocative, and an object of problem-posing is a 
product of discursive formation and the authority of knowledge; the purpose of problem-
posing is to liberate other possibilities in understanding both the sense, and possible outcomes, 
of the problem.

In problem-posing, knowledge is not merely describing reality. It is perfomative and diversifying, 
because it challenges the dominant understanding of reality which has attempted, and maybe 
even succeeded, in being considered “true”. 

The problem-posing method understands a problem as a challenge, and also understands 
that any challenge will create another challenge, which will then create a new understanding 
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of the problem (Freire, 8 /13). That is why, in problem-posing, individuals see things in a 
total or overall context with the relations of individuals in the world. Thus, problem-posing 
is knowledge construction. As Freire calls “a constant unveiling of reality” (Freire, 8 /13), 
problem-posing doubts existing conditions and seeks to uncover the sense of existence of 
the problem, by opening the field of the problem to the plurality of subjectivity.

On Problem-Posing 

The purpose of this part of my argument is to explain the problem-posing approach of 
knowledge production and its importance in providing possibilities for people concerned 
(thinkers, institutions, and society in general) to expand their perspectives on the senses, 
meanings, and possibilities for dealing with the problem that is posed, along with the impact 
of eventual decisions related to the problem. 

Much time has passed since the social sciences withdrew from civil society. Among the results 
of this situation is the fact that the social sciences are mainly focused on ways of dealing with 
problems / issues to either serve interests or to maintain the status quo, or to allow more 
aggressive social actors to gain new shares in already-articulated interests converged within 
that status quo. “Pragmatism” thus becomes the core of most investigations and inquiries. 
The paramount aim of most proposals is to enlarge, deepen, and gain relative advantage 
within an already-set framework, a framework that, in fact, caused the emergence of the 
problem. Processes linked to this approach, that I will here call “problem-solving”, are at 
present theoretically based on rational choice theory, or its derivatives; methodologically, 
they are in one way or another positivist ; and they are institutional for policy makers, who 
look for the fastest possible answer to any issue. Commentators on this type of knowledge 
production ask for rapid, tangible, visible outcomes, often prior to elections times, or after 
human / natural disasters. Demonstrability of rapid, concrete outcomes is one of the main 
aspects of the consciousness of all the actors involved in a problem-solving approach to 
knowledge production. Most bureaucratic- and technocratic-funded research can be seen in 
this category. The fact that most research grants are channelled to these kinds of institutions, 
and that this is the kind of knowledge produced, have in the long term become a cause of the 
impoverishment of societies’ ability to formulate their understanding of the issues with which 
they are dealing, with a minimum of intellectual autonomy.

Problem-avoiding approach

As a reaction to this situation, another road chosen by some contemporary researchers is 
to remove themselves from all social matters, to instead become the providers of a kind 
of knowledge that could called seeking the academic “truth”, a transcendental “rim” that is 
out of, and above, society. The fundamental activity for what could be called the need for 
encyclopaedic knowledge (the quality of which practically determines any breakthrough in 
dealing with social issues), is taking distance from immediate social concerns.
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The argument here is not to deny the capacities of these approaches, or the merits that they 
can have. Furthermore, though at first look they do seem so different, their common feature 
is their limitation. Each of them, problem-solving and problem-avoiding, has created a set of 
values and norms that singles out the validity of knowledge; the quest for knowledge comes 
from beyond their own horizons of investigation. Thus, in competition and in convergence, 
problem-solving and problem-avoiding confine the role of knowledge in dealing with 
contemporary social issues.

It is also important to mention that both problem-solving and problem-avoiding set the agenda 
for / of knowledge production from “above” society. Any insertion of social expectations 
from produced knowledge is limited to “significant” actors, those who are most visible and 
immediate, the holders of different capacities vis-à-vis the issue invoked.

The relation to a heterogeneous social context and pluralistic social concerns is often 
limited to a cosmetic presence. Society at large is reduced to the status of consumer as 
regards expected interaction with the produced knowledge. Thus, in either approach to 
knowledge production – problem-solving or problem-avoiding – the reified singular criterion 
of repressing a plurality of perspectives towards the issue that requires knowledge leads to 
instrumentalisation of knowledge, impoverishment of its quality, and disempowerment of 
society in general. Apathy towards the social aspects and the absence of creativity on the part 
of the producers of knowledge are the immediate twin implications of this situation.

In this context, the question becomes: Do we have any other options outside these two 
mainstream components of knowledge production ? What are the issues related to excellence 
of architecture in the improvement of the lives of Muslim communities that an institution such 
as the Award tries to sense, understand, and grasp ?

Considering that the Award does not intend to become a substitute for decision-making 
institutions in any Muslim society, or to challenge existing academic settings in this field in 
Muslim societies, what could be the possible relations to knowledge that will allow the Award 
to have relative autonomy in understanding the issues of architecture in contemporary Muslim 
societies ? Is there any choice other than depending on, or the need of positioning towards, 
problem-solving and problem-avoiding ?

I think that from an epistemological perspective, as well as institutional tasks that the Award 
has defined for itself, the problem-posing approach to knowledge construction can offer 
possibilities. 

In my own understanding, the most important feature of a problem-posing approach is its 
capacity to expand the perspectives on the issues involved. 
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Some Features of a Problem-Posing Approach

The first feature of a problem-posing approach is to problematise the existing order of 
knowledge that has to construct “reality” and make it appear as something taken for granted. 
More specifically, a particular type of knowledge production could finally question the fact 
that our present understanding of things is considered to be taken for granted. 

During recent years, the pre-eminence of problem-solving, with all its accompanying rational 
instrumentalism and positivism, has proven to be problematical. Other approaches, such as 
Marxism, constructivism or even pragmatic knowledge production, have tried, in one way or 
another, to re-problematise what has been taken for granted. Though any and all of these 
approaches have helped to understand the limitations of contemporary hegemonic modes of 
knowledge production, what I am suggesting, here, with a problem-posing approach, attempts 
to go further. 

The second feature of problem-posing is that it takes the subjectivity and autonomy 
of individuals’ intellects into account in the existing epistemic context and as important 
ingredients for knowledge construction. In other words, the criterion by / with which an 
intellectual problematises some aspect of the issue evoked is from his/her own perception, 
understanding of social priorities, and affinities. Institutional priorities and imperatives are 
subordinated to the perception – of the actor involved in knowledge construction – of social 
priorities, and even emergencies, as he / she understands them. 

This is a Foucaultian sense of ethics, which is an attitude towards self, others, or even things. 
This ethic has a crucial role in a problem-posing approach. According to Foucault, a problem 
that is of concern to all people is not hidden, but appears by subjectively posing questions 
about certain existing conditions that are taken for granted. That is, a problem is not a hidden 
concrete issue, but instead emerges only after one subjectively poses questions to try to 
define the conditions as a “problem”. In this process of problematisation, ethics works as a 
criterion for each individual. In other words, without ethics, an individual cannot problematise 
something that has been taken for granted.

This emphasis on ethics and, thus, the change of momentum of knowledge construction, 
casts requirements for change over almost the whole gamut of contemporary knowledge 
production. First of all, a problem-posing approach of knowledge construction changes the 
purpose of knowledge production. Pragmatic or Marxist approaches to knowledge production 
reached the most desirable (or most effective) knowledge. Knowledge construction as the 
outcome of problem-posing allows shared criteria to emerge and permits the judgement of 
what kind of knowledge is better than others. Without shared criteria, it would be impossible 
to judge. What quality of knowledge could help to understand the sense of the existence of 
a problem that is to be dealt with, what is the process of dealing with the problem, and what 
are the possible outcomes of the different solutions envisaged ?

2008_Shelter_FINAL.indd   12 04/02/2009   16:48:47



13

Ethics-based knowledge construction renders plurality of goal or criteria ; so, for the person 
involved in knowledge construction, it would be impossible to judge what kind of knowledge 
is universally better than any other. Instead, the issues of knowledge construction – their 
priorities, contents, processes, desired outcomes, and eventual implications – become 
explicitly socially aware. This socially aware, epistemic context of knowledge construction 
empowers both the involved society and the active knowledge constructors.

The same can be said of the implications of ethical concerns towards self / other / things 
and allows researchers to distance themselves from truth-seeking and a comprehensive 
understanding of the world.
 
There are two further aspects to be mentioned: rising possibilities of mutually-enriching 
dialogical relations in the process of knowledge construction. When one problematises 
something that has been taken for granted, it becomes of prime importance to know the 
relationship between oneself and others concerning the involved knowledge. But to know 
one’s own relation, one also has to position oneself within the network of human social and 
cultural relations involved both with the issue and the knowledge producers linked to or with 
it. In other words, each one can see phenomena from different perspectives, but they are 
interrelated and embedded within the social context in which the problem is posed.

Second, a problem-posing approach does not reject a problem-solving approach, as 
does pragmatic knowledge production. However, thanks to the plural ethical stance that 
problematises the order of knowledge in accordance with one’s subjectivity and the need 
for a more comprehensive understanding of the issue, processes, and outcomes related to 
the issue, an enlargement of the horizon towards the problem, plural and comprehensive, 
becomes far more relevant than a problem-solving approach led by singular criteria. The 
purpose changes into one of uncovering and opening, rather than closing and eliminating.

The transformation of the purpose of knowledge production also changes the method of 
knowledge construction. Those involved in problem-posing have to venture outside their 
ivory towers towards social concerns. 

This requires a change in one’s relationship with the “other”. In other words, the “other” 
ceases to exist in only an hierarchical relationship. Instead of binary oppositions, one could 
think of knowledge construction in terms of interrelationships and common histories. 

The change of the purpose and method will lead to the transformation of the role of 
knowledge in society. In contemporary knowledge production, the role of knowledge has 
been to find “the answer”, one that fits pre-set criteria; but when the criteria are pluralised, 
what is the role of knowledge ? This is to give voice to local knowledge and subaltern stances, 
and to force decision makers, scholars, and ordinary people to grasp a holistic view of what 
is involved. This is to problematise the existing order of knowledge.
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What has been our central interest during this encounter over these two days was to pose 
the problem : if there is a plurality of modernities, when one goes to different societies which 
one might consider as being one of these pluralities, what are the indicators that could be 
looked at as a tangible element for recognising modernity ?
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